Recently, a man posing as a physician was sentenced to prison for bilking more than $300,000 from 18 patients with cancer who had trusted his judgment. He had convinced them to buy his purported cure for cancer: an ineffective, foul-tasting green soup made from Asian herbs and vegetables that he claimed to have developed during his practice in Thailand and Cambodia. Pretending to have healed his wife's brain cancer with the same soup, he presented her medical records as proof of the product's efficacy,hiding the fact that her tumor had been benign. ' When comparing the risks of different medication regimens, the old adage ''better the devil you know than the one you don't" would seem to be a prudent guideline. Often, however, people are skeptical of scientifically proven medications with their understood risks, but are eager to try unknown alternatives, hoping they are safer and more effective despite the lack of supporting evidence. Such products and treatments could perhaps be grouped as "alternative therapies": various natural products, dietary supplements, and other treatments that have not been proven safe or effective, but are marketed and sold with implicit or explicit claims to prevent or treat diseases.
Indeed, many of these alternative therapies have shown measurable effects in available literature and have an acceptable track record for safety. However, some such products are much like the "snake oils" of a century or so ago. For a price, they offer to "cure what ails you," whether that be headaches, gastrointestinal distress, or even cancer, although little or no evidence often exists to support such claims.
Pharmacists and technicians, by nature of their training, are generally skeptical of such unproven products and exaggerated claims; however, many laypersons are not. Furthermore, people generally wish to seek preventive care and wellness, or to exert greater control over their health. If they are faced with a disease and told that conventional medicine offers only limited options, they are understandably quick to search for alternatives. Such motivation, however, predisposes patients to being taken STANLEY J LLOYD PharmD, Assistant Editor, jPT. T advantage of. Many mistakenly believe that all marketed products and therapies have been scrutinized and approved by the FDA, Federal Trade Commission (FTC), or some other government agency. This is simply not true. Unfortunately, these agencies do not have the resources to pursue all the false claims and ineffective products that abound. Equally distressing is that, like it or not, history has shown that good marketing often trumps common sense. If a product is advertised or sold by apparently qualified, charismatic salespersons, patients searching for a cure are often quick to place their trust and money with them. Unfortunately, however, these risky therapies may result in expensive misadventures that leave the patient in worse health than before.
Among the risks of all medications are the adverse effects of their chemical constituents. Any active chemical agent that has effects in the body will also have some undesired effects. For example, kava kava, an herbal product used to alleviate anxiety and insomnia, has recently been banned in several European countries and is under scrutiny by the FDA because it has also caused several cases of liver damage,"
In addition, these products may contain inconsistent amounts of the active component(s) between batches or unit doses and/or possess contaminants, making their effects unpredictable or even harmful. Very recently, the OTC supplements SPES and PC-SPES, products sold for the "immune system" and "prostate health," respectively, were recalled from the market when it was discovered they contained alprazolam and warfarin, 2 dangerous prescription drug ingredients,"
• Key steps pharmacists can take include maintaining and updating their professional knowledge base, identifying and counseling patients who use such therapies, and helping those who do experience adverse events.
Alternative products may be ineffective for a particular use due to either poor manufacturing processes or false marketing claims. Any ineffective product, regardless of its intrinsic safety or harmfulness, becomes a danger to patients when it diverts or delays effective treatment. Recently, a company selling St. John's wort claimed the product was an effective treatment for HIV/ AIDS, as well as other bacterial and viral diseases.' However, no literature supports this claim; in fact, evidence exists that St. John's wort has no antiviral activity in HIV patients," Drug interactions between alternative products and other medications pose an additional risk, particularly when prescribers and pharmacists are unaware of patients' use of alternative products. In the St. John's wort example presented above, the sellers of the product further stated that it had no drug interactions or contraindications. Such a claim is not only false, but potentially lifethreatening to patients depending on antiviral therapy: dangerous interactions have indeed been identified between St. John's wort and other medications," including anti-HIV medications," The product can render certain antiviral drugs less effective, potentially leading to drug resistance and disease progression. Fortunately, in this particular case the FDA was able to intervene, but such deceptive claims have the potential to mislead many patients into pursuing similarly dangerous "therapies" that can interfere with treatments that have proven safe.and effective.
Even when alternative therapies have pharmacologic activity, consistent ingredient content, and are checked 52 JPHARM TECHNOL • VOLUME 18 • MARCH/APRIL 2002 for drug interactions, the optimally safe and effective adult doses for the agents are not always known. And like any drug, these products may present additional risks to certain, more susceptible populations such as pediatric or geriatric patients, who have different sensitivities and dosage requirements than the average adult.
Treatment costs are yet another concern. In some cases, such as the green soup mentioned earlier, the therapies can be outrageously expensive and are virtually never covered by insurance. They may be sold by heretoday, gone-tomorrow individuals, companies, or Web sites whose sole interest is to make as much money as possible.
How can the pharmacist help protect patients from such dangers? Pharmacists have the unique combination of the clinical expertise to evaluate these claims, along with being generally available to the public. This gives pharmacists the potential to prevent many of the tragedies that result from fraudulent therapies. Key steps pharmacists can take include maintaining and updating their professional knowledge base, identifying and counseling patients who use such therapies, and helping those who do experience adverse events.
Pharmacists should follow both the lay press and the medical literature to keep up to date with what patients are reading, and take advantage of reputable Internet Web sites as a convenient source for investigating potentially fraudulent products. Some useful Web sites for this purpose include Quackwatch," the National Council Against Health Praud," and Healthcare Reality Check."
There are many others as well; however, the Internet must be used cautiously, and pharmacists should use good clinical judgment to investigate the accuracy of any Web site-derived information before passing it along to patients. Access to a current, reliable reference on herbal and natural products, such as the Natural Medicines Comprehensive Database," is also essential for practitioners. Finally, ready information on research organizations and support groups for specific disease states can equip pharmacists to provide frustrated patients with helpful, legitimate alternatives.
A key step in identifying patients who use alternative therapies is to ask open-ended questions, such as "What nondrug treatments have you tried?" rather than questions that require only a "yes" or "no" answer. Each patient should be queried about any alternative therapies they use, not just those taken for the presenting condition. As pharmacists learn more about the more commonly used products and their target illnesses, they can better anticipate which patients may be using certain therapies and inquire accordingly. Active listening skills and talking with patients in an understanding, compassionate manner will also encourage them to provide more complete histories.
Finally, pharmacists can help patients deal appropriately with problems that occur from alternative therapies. Misleading advertising or labeling claims should be reported to the FTC or FDA, respectively. Potential drug interactions can be identified and dealt with appropriately.If a patient experiences an adverse reaction to an herbal product, he or she should be guided to the appropriate treatment (which may include referral to a physician), and the event should be reported to the FDA via the Medwatch" system. For many people, the pharmacist may be the last line of defense between them and an expensive or even unsafe form of quackery. By proactively intervening and guiding patients toward proven, effective therapies and resources, pharmacists will be helping to protect patients' interests, reduce healthcare fraud, and more fully embrace the role of patient care providers.
